.
But those analyses excluded the Y chromosome, much of the genetic sequence of which is made up of palindromes and elaborate mirrored sets of bases that elude standard whole-genome sequencing techniques. Portions of the chimp Y chromosome were sequenced a few years ago 2, 3 , but the full landscape is only now available, after Page and his team precisely sequenced large segments of the chromosome, then stitched them together. They report their findings in a paper published online in Nature on 13 January The rapid evolution of the Y chromosome is not a total surprise, because the Y chromosome has no partner during cell division and so largely avoids the exchange of DNA that occurs between partnered chromosomes and keeps modifications in check. "It's expected that they are going to be more different than the rest of the genome, but the extent of it is pretty amazing," says geneticist Christine Disteche at the University of Washington in Seattle.
The Y chromosome is also prone to change because most of its characterized genes are involved in producing sperm, which are at the frontline of reproductive fitness, particularly in chimps; receptive females will often mate with many males in one session, so the male with the most virile sperm has the highest likelihood of success.
"The Y is full of surprises," Page says. "When we sequenced the chimp genome people thought we'd understand why we have language and write poetry. But one of the most dramatic differences turns out to be sperm production." ■ Lizzie Buchen
